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National Report Parallels Maine Surveys on Student Aspirations,
Attitudes Toward Learning
ORONO, Maine -- A new report indicating that more college freshmen than ever believe
education is something to be endured rather than enjoyed comes as no surprise to Russell
Quaglia, director of the National Center for Student Aspirations at the University of
Maine. The recently released report from the Los Angeles-based Higher Education
Research Institute is on target with the Aspirations Center's surveys of Maine high school
students who say that school is neither energizing nor challenging.
"Too many students are not motivated because they don't see what they are learning in
school as relevant to their lives, and they are trapped in an educational structure that
doesn't allow or encourage the exploration of new ways of learning or that value
individuality," says Quaglia.
The bottom line, according to Quaglia, is that today's high school and college students do
have aspirations, but they lack a realistic understanding of future opportunities and
challenges, and they don't know how to set and work toward meaningful goals.
The Higher Education Research Institute has conducted the survey of college freshmen
for 31 years. This year's survey is based on the responses of 252,080 students at 464 twoand four-year institutions. Although a record number plan to pursue a graduate degree,
the proportion who report having been bored by -- or sleeping through --- their high
school classes is also at an all-time high, according to the national survey.
Quaglia has found similar trends in his survey of 4,000 Maine high school students.
While 95 percent say they are looking forward to a successful career, only 26 percent
find any excitement in the majority of their classes, 4 7 percent report being bored in
school, 67 percent feel their opinions are not appreciated by their teachers, and 79
percent don't make plans or set goals for the future. Students have difficulty rationalizing
what the hour they just spent in math class has to do with their future if no one makes the
connection, according to Quaglia.
"The results at the high school and college levels reflect the importance of students being
inspired in the present to reach future goals, but schools and society tend to leave the
inspiring to the students when it is educators and communities who should be the active
players, teaching and connecting by example," he says.
It's no wonder students are bored and disengaged from learning, according to Quaglia.
"What could be worse than sitting in a classroom getting lectured to about something you
don't care about or see any significance in learning," he asks.
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If schools were fun and interesting places, students would be curious and eager to learn
because curiosity is contagious, Quaglia notes. "Teachers who are no longer curious or
creative about their work, and school systems that are more concerned about
organizational structure than about what and how students learn shouldn't expect the
classrooms to be filled with engrossed, inspired students," he says.
Having fun in school and being excited about learning shouldn't be limited to the primary
grades, according to Quaglia. "Everyone learns best when they're having a good time and
are interested, regardless of whether they're in kindergarten, a college lab or retraining
for a new career," he says.
Curiosity and Creativity, and Fun and Excitement are among the eight conditions
Quaglia has identified that positively influence the development of student aspirations
when present and promoted in schools. Others are: Belonging, feeling a valued member
of the community, beginning with the classroom community; Sense of Accomplishment,
believing one can be successful in a variety of activities; Heroes, having a role model to
respect, count on and tum to for guidance; Spirit of Adventure, having the courage to try
something new and not being afraid to fail; Leadership and Responsibility, having a
voice in articulating one's ideas and the opportunity to develop and practice leadership
skills; and finally, Confidence to Take Action, enabling students to be confident in their
options and choices about the future and their goals.
"If we expect students to achieve more, to explore new territory, and to be motivated,
engaged learners, schools and society must provide educational environments -preschool through higher education -- that are constantly stimulating, relevant,
challenging and encouraging," says Quaglia.
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